
Artist Profile – Gary Simmons  
 
b. 1964 New York City; lives and works in Los Angeles, CA 
 
 When Simmons was a child his hobby was drawing, not drawing on paper like one would 
think, but drawing directly on the walls of his home. His mother did not discourage this activity, 
but rather allowed Simmons to draw on the walls, photographed his works, and then painted 
over them. During Simmons’ youth he was involved in many sports, the physical and mental 
demands of practicing and playing sports are what Simmons claims allowed him to create what 
he does. Simmons’ father was a master printer of photographs and worked with many 
photographers, including Ansel Adams, and would often bring Simmons to work with him. 
Simmons received his BFA from the School of Visual Arts and his MFA from CalArts, he later 
received the National Endowment for the Arts Interarts Grant and the Penny McCall Foundation 
Grant.  

Simmons uses a range of mediums, such as sculpture, drawing, painting and installation, 
to get his message across to viewers. Themes explored in Simmons’ works include 
representation and misrepresentation of identity, class, race, gender, sexuality, history, political 
and social issues, and culture. Simmons’ most well-known works are the text pieces that 
employ his erasure technique; he draws in white chalk then smudges it with his hands to make 
them appear ghostly. Simmons’ influences include his involvement with sports and old cartoons 
that depicted black caricatures.  

Simmons’ erasure works started in the 1990s and have progressed from chalkboard 
pieces to similar paintings as time went on. He used chalkboards because they alluded to 
teaching and learning, his goal was to repurpose the place where history is taught and to 
redraw the lines of power. In the erasure works, Simmons references old cartoons and the 
caricatures in them that use the black stereotype of a slap-happy musical entertainer. By using 
the erasure marks that make the image appear ghost-like, Simmons is contrasting the hard, 
clean lines of cartoon animation with the sweeping lines of his technique. His goal with these 
works is to bring up America’s dark past to deface it, but still keeping it recognizable. In his 
more recent works, Simmons uses text with this technique, stringing together words and 
phrases or even names.  
 Simmons’ sculpture and installation works are heavily influenced by the history of 
racism and inequality in America. He often uses the subject of the Ku Klux Klan as well as 
bringing up current racial issues. Common subjects in his sculptural and installation work 
include speakers or radios, Ku Klux Klan hoods or robes, and chalkboards. Simmons’ sculptural 
works are meant to reference nostalgic tropes that bring up uncomfortable questions about the 
past and speak to its unresolved nature. His sculpture is commonly devoid of human figures, 
Simmons claims he is concerned with figuring absence and the invisibility of the dimension of 
human history in the sculptures he creates.  
 Examples of Simmons’ works include Stardust, Blizzard (1); an erasure text piece, 
Here’s…Honey (2); an erasure piece that uses the subject of an old cartoon, Duck Duck Noose 
(3); an installation piece referencing the KKK, and Recapturing Memories of the Black Ark (4); a 
sculptural piece.  
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